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CHAPTER THREE
CONSOLIDATING THE FASCIST REGIME, 1922-25

INTRODUCTION

1922 Mussolini was in office as part of a coalition.

1925 he formed a stable and subservient government, bluffing his way through the Matteotti crisis. He had removed all opposition

1926-29 introduces a series of institutional changes and deals with conservative groups to secure his power, also the concordat in 1929.

ESTABLISHING GOVERNMENT: FIRST STEPS

Mussolini wanted to show non-fascist politicians nothing had changed. Politics would be normalised after law and order had been restored.

32/535 deputies were fascsist, forcing Mussolini to form a coalition. He named the coalition the National Government.

Emergency Powers

Was welcomed by liberal and right-wing politicians, demonstrating the disgust felt for the past ineffectual governments.
November 1922 – provocative speech to the Chamber, threatening the closure of parliament. Demanded powers to rule alone and gave a tribute to Victor Emmanuel for having refused martial law. Also acknowledged the importance of the Catholic Church.

The deputies were divided but except the socialist and communists they supported him within three weeks.

Despite the crude threats, Giolitti, Orlando and Salandra supported him.

They supported a new start and hoped for a system to guard against left-wing radicals.

The action was supported by the Senate, 196 to 16.

CONTROLLING THE FASCIST SQUADS, 1922-3

Farinacci and other ras had extreme aims. Vecchi pursued personal vendettas against old opponents. Mussolini feared a backlash against this violence.

Fascist Militia

Whilst unable to disband the squadrasti without risking revolt Mussolini had to deal with the,. The MSVN was set up in January 1923.

200000 blackshirts paid by the state and answerable to Mussolini.

200 ras expelled and replaced.

Militia provided jobs to keep the fascists busy.

Uniformed and used as ceremonial guards.

Oath of loyalty initially to the Duce, not king. This was changed during the Matteotti crisis.

The MSVN reassured non-fascists whilst securing his own power. It was often compared with the German SA/SS.

The Cheka

A secret personal bodyguard of thugs. Terrorised opponents and led by Ameriqo Dumini, a close advisor.

Fascist Grand Council

December 1922, the council is set up. Initially dominated by Mussolini he could control the party, the cheka were sometimes employed.

Growth of the Fascist Party

Mussolini’s power was increased as the PNF grew in size.

October 1922 – 300000, end of 1923 – almost 800000.

Newcomers were encouraged by economic advantages of being a party member.

February 1923, the nationalist close the PNF and ‘Blueshirts’ for merger with the PNF and MSVN.

ESTABLISHING A WIDER CONSENSUS, 1922-23

Economic boom of 1922-25 assisted in acceptance of regime. This was due to recovery after WWI.

News Manipulation

Office always open and welcome to journalists. Wrote to editors with advice.

June 1923 obtained control of press, used this during the Matteotti crisis.

July 1923 – the events of Corfu were publicised as a triumph.

This allows claim that he was the first modern dictator. Mack-Smith commented ‘His sort of fascism could never have appeared before the days of popular journalism.’

Dealing With Dissidents
Freemasons treated with deep suspicion as a secret society. February 1923 fascists were forbidden to be members, many ignored this.

June 1924, the mafia was pursued legally and illegally. Used as publicity.

November 1922 General Confederation of Labour (CGL) was approached for amalgamation. Offered again in July 1923 – infuriated ras and was abandoned. 

Violence used to intimidate the urban working class. 1922 Parma and Turin raided by the MSVN.

THE PROBLEM OF THE SOUTH

Fascism was essentially an urban movement.

After 1922 this was problematic, he declared he would turn the south around and again in 1923 whilst aboard a battleship in Sicily.

Aurelio Padovani was the militia commander in Naples, many were revolutionaries and unhappy with Mussolini’s agreements.

After the nationalists attatched themselves to the fascists support in the south grew.

Mussolini had to strike a deal with the land-owners of the south.

Prefects were the sole dispensers of government money and contracts in the region.

Liberal leaders realised they had to work with Mussolini to gain state funds.

Any opponents were financially starved, resulting in near total agreement.

In 1924 some leaders were allowed to be on government election lists., 2/3 of the vote ws for the fascists.
Facism was no longer radical, having embraced the conservative nature of the region. May 1923 Padovini was dismissed as hje was no longer needed.

EARLY RELATIONS WITH THE CATHOLIC CHURCH

The church was alarmed by the left-wing elements of 1921-22. they had much to gain from a stable right wing government. Mussolini’s attempt to secure their support was encouraged by his attack on the freemasons.
Mussolini buried his atheist past, attempting to present himself as a devote Catholic.

He baptised his adult children and had a church marriage service. In 1923 h introduced measures that pleased the Church.

Mussolini hoped to decrease the church’s support for the Populari. Luigi Sturzo, a left-wing priest, was dismissed from the leadership and then exciled.

1922 The Populari were parliamentary partners with the fascists. However, after the 1923 party meeting Mussolini dismissed the two cabinet members due to the bad press.
REVISED ELECTORAL SYSTEM

The Acerbo Law

Giacomo Acerbo suggested that an election would be held as normal, but the party with the largest number of votes, as long as it was above 25% would gain 66% of the seats. The remaining third would be given proportionally to the other parties.

Support for and Opposition to Acerbo’s Proposals

Fascists relied on the support of other right wing elements.

Liberals believed the policy would damage the standing of the socialists and radical liberals.

The deputies were threatened that if it were not passed Mussolini would use emergency powers to abolish parliament. Black shirts patrolled the parliament.

The Populari should have opposed the notion, having nothing in common with the fascists but failed to do so.

The 1924 Election
The fascists formed a new party with the leading liberals, former nationalist and remaining Populari.

The selected names were closely scrutinised by Mussolini.

The party succeeded in achieving 2/3 of the vote. Whilst less than 2/3 of the party were fascists they had to support Mussolini.

The opposition fell apart as they divided into small groups.

Election Results

The Acerbo Law was necessary in persuading the right into forming a single party.

274 government supporters, 39 Populari, 46 socialists (split between two rival aprties), 19 communists.

The South

The fascists did well in the south due to the land-owner’s names appear on the list. This meant that the area was safe from radical reform as the representatives were the old land-owners.

Violence

Systematic violence and intimidation of opponents was rife throughout Italy. This was necessary as, even with this, 2.5 million people voted for the opposition parties, denying the fascists Milan and Turin – the greatest cities of northern Italy.
THE MATTEOTTI CRISIS 1924

Murder of Matteotti

At the reassemblement of parliament on 30 May 1924 Giacomo Matteotti spoke out about the handling of the election.

His declaration that the results were void angered Mussolini who was disappointed in his supporters for allowing it to happen.

10 June Matteotti was kidnapped in broad daylight, his battered body was discovered in August. This resulted in threats to Mussolini himself.

Mussolini wanted to avoid a courtroom and had to curb the fascist violence to ensure the continued support of the political right.

December 1924, Mussolini’s involvement appeared to be confirmed by a written statement from Angelo Rossi, the claims were published in the anti-fascist periodical Il Mondo.

Compromise and Normality

Mussolini attempted to halt the crisis by dismissing the men most often named as culprits, including Rossi.

Mussolini resigned as interior minister, losing control of the police force.

MSVN incorporated into the army, its leaders replaced by officers. Their oath was adapted for allegiance to the king, not Mussolini. 

Prepared to introduce single-member constituencies and hinted at a new election. 

Continued to ‘normalise’ politics, the nationalist Alfredo rocco became Minister of Justice and liberals entered the government.

Confrontation with Extremists

Ras were very disappointed by Mussolini’s compromises and were shocked at the amalgamation of the MSVN and dismissal of senior fascists.

Many believed it was the time to take total control of the country. The Fascist Grand Council drew up plans for a fascist constitution and how it would be implemented in a meeting with squadristi leaders. 

Even in 1924 Mussolini attempted to compromise, declaring the continuation of his plans for the MSVN even after the Council had hinted at a different route.

Action

28 December Rossi publishes his allegations.

20 December, liberals are ready to resign from parliament.

31 December, 33 ras visit Mussolini, demanding a total fascist regime; also fascist riots break out in Florence. 

This forced Mussolini to decide upon a route.

Mussolini’s Speech
2 January 1925 Mussolini addressed the Chamber, reported by the fascist paper Il Popolo D’Italia.

Argued he had sought constitutional paths and that those who left parliament were acting inappropriately.

Listed the steps he had taken to placate the public and those that had been spurned by opponents.

Declared these compromises were to end, he was to lead with strength – not allowing slanderous comments by disloyal politicians.

Whilst reminding the deputies of the MSVN he declared he would hold them in check.

He finished by promising to work through normal institutions such as the police and local prefects.

The Chamber and king backed him

One passage Mussolini declares himself responsible for fascisms, this and the reference to stern measures reassured the ras.
16 January 1925 a vote of censure on him was howled down by his supporters.

Mussolini Survives the Crisis
June 1924- 3 January 1925 was the period of the Matteotti crisis.
150 opponents walked out of parliament, removing their voice. The Senate failed to condemn the government.

The king feared a civil war if he challenged the fascists and did not remove Mussolini. There were no legitimate grounds and the MSVN was a considerable armed force.

The conservatives still feared a coup by the socialists or communists more than the fascists.

Fascists had a clear majority in parliament and the key nationalist and distinguished military ministers failed to resign.

The public failed to be excited – the communists and socialists did not mobilise their support. There were weak protests and strikes.

Owners of the press were brow beaten into silence.

Mussolini made enough concessions to quieten the opposition and he acted decisively on 3 January 1925 to end the affair.

THE INTRODUCTION OF AUTHORITARIAN GOVERNMENT, 1925

The liberal state was being dismantled within months of his January speech.

The Press

The press had been the biggest danger during the crisis, they paid for this.
Censorship was tightened, copies were confiscated and owners were pressured to sack unsatisfactory editors.

December 1925, the Press Law required journalists to be on an official register.

The radio had been used for state propaganda since 1922.

Opposition Parties

Those who left parliament were refused entry as they had acted unconstitutionally.

The Populari disintegrated in early 1925 due to lack of support from the Vatican. Many right-wing deputies, ex-nationalist and liberals came to terms with the government.

Socialist continued to struggle on but provided no real opposition.
The Legge Fascistissime
Passed in December 1925 it greatly increased government control.

Banned all opposition political parties and non-fascist trade unions.

Created a new head of government post for Mussolini.

Strengthened control over the press.

Set up a secret police service and special courts for political prisoners.

Local government replaced elected mayors and councils with government appointed officials, the podesta, silencing another independent voice.

January 1926 Mussolini was able to issue laws by decree.

Police Powers

1925 police action flourished, supervised by central government appointed prefects. This was to become part of life.

The Armed Forces

Changes in 1925 were largely symbolic. Minister of War was replaced by Mussolini, plans to reduce the forces were dropped.

The army approved of the governments hard policies and welcomed talk of national greatness.

Whilst there support was quite secure Mussolini became political head of each of the forces. 

As he couldn’t wield actual control this allowed the admirals and generals to implement policy, often detrimental to the fighting capabilities of their force.

The Civil Service
They failed to remove state bureaucracy in 1922 and again in 1925, it was actually increasing. Mussolini attempted to root out freemasons in an attempt to have a totally loyal movement.
Taming the Fascists
The ras had been stripped of their squadristi  but still proved to be a troublesome group.

February 1925 Robert Farinacci, the most extreme of the ras to be secretary of the party.

This was meant to emphasis his own moderation and he hoped he could take action against the ras after Farinacci shocked the fascist party.

Farinacci attacked and undermined the ras, imposing strict discipline on them and the party.

He failed to stop the violence and possibly encouraged it, culminating in the murder of eight political opponents by the squadristi in October 1925.

His speeches attacked the monarchy and Church until Mussolini was forced to act.

The Fascist Grand Council did not dismiss him until March 1926, banishing him to Cremona amid violent protests from the squadristi. The squadristi’s violence soon ended.

CONCLUSIONS

The crisis of 1924 and the measures to deal with it in 1925 were a turning point.

The pretence of normal parliamentary politics was dismissed in 1925. Civil liberties were also lost. 

There are to propositions about Mussolini’s intentions:

· Mussolini sought to end the chaos of Italian politics within the constitution. He was knocked from his aim in 1924-25 by the Matteotti crisis; he was forced towards more radical solutions.

· He always intended to create a fascist state with himself as dictator. Forcing the population to adhere to his fascist beliefs and policies of national greatness.
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